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It is a self-evident truth that America must first and 
foremost have the military capability to defend 
America from attack. Beyond that defense of the 

homeland, America has interests around the globe, 
such as protecting Americans abroad, allies, and the 
freedom to use international sea, air, and space. If 
America had the military capability to fight one and 
only one contingency at a time, then any time Amer-
ica became involved in such a contingency, the world 
situation would be ripe for attacks on American inter-
ests elsewhere, because an America tied down on 
one contingency would lack the capability to deter or 
defeat the attacks. America needs armed forces suffi-
cient to protect the homeland and have the capacity to 
fight and win two major regional contingencies. 

The U.S. does not have the right force to meet a two–
major regional contingency (MRC) requirement, 
and is not ready to carry out its duties effectively.

How to Think About 
Sizing Military Power

There are countless ways to assess the condition 
of America’s “hard power”—its physical military 
might—and there will be advocates for, and cer-
tainly critics of, any conceivable approach. This is 
understandable given the multitude of factors that 
bear upon the matter. Military power begins with 
the people and equipment used to conduct war: the 
weapons, tanks, ships, airplanes, and supporting 
tools such as communications systems that make it 
possible for one group to impose its will on another 
or to prevent such an outcome from happening.

However, simply counting the number of people, 
tanks, or combat aircraft that the U.S. possesses 
would be irrelevant because it would lack context. 
For example, the U.S. Army might have 100 tanks, 
but to accomplish a specific military task relative to 
a given enemy in a specific place could require 1,000 
tanks or none at all. It might be that the terrain on 
which a battle is fought is especially ill-suited to 
tanks or that the tanks one has are inferior to the 
enemy’s. The enemy could be quite adept at using 
tanks, with his tank crews skilled in their craft and 
his tanks well-maintained, or his tank operations 
perhaps integrated into a larger employment con-
cept that leverages the supporting fires of infantry 
and airpower, whereas one’s own tanks are poorly 
maintained, the crews are ill-prepared to operate 
them in an anti-armor environment, or one’s doc-
trine is irrelevant.

Success in war is partly a function of matching 
the tools of warfare to a specific task and employing 
those tools effectively in the conditions of the battle. 
Get these wrong—tools, objective, competency, or 
context—and you lose.

Another key element is the military’s capacity for 
conducting operations: how many of the right tools it 
has: people, tanks, planes, or ships. One might have 
the right tools and know how to use them effectively 
but not have enough to win. Given that one cannot 
know with certainty beforehand just when, where, 
against whom, and for what reason a battle might be 
fought, determining how much capability is needed 
is an exercise of informed, but not certain, judgment.
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Further, two different combatants can use the 
same set of tools in radically different ways to quite 
different effects. The concept of employment mat-
ters. Concepts are developed to account for num-
bers, capabilities, material readiness, and all sorts 
of other factors that enable or constrain one’s 
actions, such as whether one fights alone or along-
side allies, on familiar or strange terrain, or with a 
large, well-equipped force or with a small, poorly 
equipped force.

The answers to all of these questions and the 
nature of the materials, the skills, and the enemy 
against which one is operating, as well as a multi-
tude of other contributing factors, all bear upon 
the outcome.

Measuring hard combat power in terms of its 
adequacy in capability, capacity, and readiness to 
defend U.S. vital interests is hard, but not impossible. 
Indeed, regardless of the difficulty of determining 
the adequacy of one’s military forces, the Secretary 
of Defense and the military services have to make 
decisions every year when the annual defense bud-
get request is submitted to Congress.

The budget request begins with the require-
ments registered by the military services, derived 
from their assessment of what they need, both sin-
gly and in combination with each other, to accom-
plish assigned missions; but that is just a start-
ing point. Defense budget requests are not fiscally 
unconstrained documents. Nor do they develop in a 
vacuum free of competing policy priorities; chang-
ing philosophies of governance; a given Administra-
tion’s worldview (how it views U.S. interests, threats 
to those interests, and major actors in regional and 
global affairs); or the tangle of interests that drive 
budget decisions within the U.S. Congress.

The adequacy of hard power is affected most 
directly by the resources the nation is willing to 
invest. While that investment decision is informed 
to a significant degree by an appreciation of threats 
to U.S. interests and the ability of a given defense 
portfolio to protect U.S. interests against such 
threats, it is not informed solely by such consider-
ations; thus the importance of clarity and honesty in 
determining just what is needed in hard power and 
the status of such hard power from year to year.

The amount of money that each U.S. Administra-
tion is willing to request for defense is a reflection of 
that Administration’s priorities, but since these pri-
orities change from Administration to Administra-

tion, and even within the term of an Administration, 
it is not unusual to see meaningful variance from 
year to year.

Administrations take various approaches to 
determine the type and amount of military power 
needed. After defining the national interests to 
be protected, the Department of Defense can use 
worst-case scenarios to determine the maximum 
challenges the U.S. military might have to over-
come. Another way is to redefine what constitutes a 
threat. By taking a different view of major actors as 
to whether they pose a meaningful threat, and the 
extent to which friends and allies have an ability to 
assist the U.S. in meeting security objectives, one 
can arrive at different conclusions about necessary 
military strength. For example, one Administration 
might view China as a rising, belligerent power bent 
on dominating the Asia-Pacific. Another Adminis-
tration may view China as an inherently peaceful 
rising economic power, with the expansion of its 
military capabilities a natural occurrence commen-
surate with its strengthening status. The difference 
between these views can have a dramatic impact on 
how one thinks about U.S. defense requirements. So, 
too, can policymakers amplify or downplay risk to 
justify defense budget decisions.

There can also be strongly differing views on 
requirements for operational capacity. Does the 
country need enough for two major combat oper-
ations (MCOs) at roughly the same time or just 
enough for a single major operation plus some num-
ber of lesser cases? To what extent should “presence” 
tasks—the use of forces for routine engagement 
with partner countries or simply to be on hand in a 
region for crisis response—be additive to or a subset 
of a military force sized to handle two major region-
al conflicts?

Where to Start
There are references that one can use to help sort 

through the variables to arrive at a starting point for 
assessing the adequacy of today’s military posture: 
government studies and historical experience. The 
government occasionally conducts formal reviews 
meant to inform decisions on capabilities and capac-
ities across the Joint Force relative to the threat 
environment (current and projected) and evolutions 
in operating conditions, the advancement of tech-
nologies, and aspects of U.S. interests that may call 
for one type of military response over another.
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The 1993 Bottom-Up Review (BUR), conducted 
by then-Secretary of Defense Les Aspin, is one such 
often-cited example. As stated by Secretary Aspin:

I felt that a department-wide review needed to 
be conducted “from the bottom up” because of 
the dramatic changes that have occurred in the 
world as a result of the end of the Cold War and 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union. These chang-
es in the international security environment 
have fundamentally altered America’s security 
needs. Thus, the underlying premise of the Bot-
tom-Up Review was that we needed to reassess 
all of our defense concepts, plans, and programs 
from the ground up.1

The BUR formally established the requirement 
for U.S. forces to be able “to achieve decisive victory 
in two nearly simultaneous major regional conflicts 
[MRCs] and to conduct combat operations character-
ized by rapid response and a high probability of suc-
cess….”2 Thus was formalized the two-MRC standard.

As pointed out by Dr. Daniel Gouré in his essay, 
various Administrations have redefined force 
requirements based on their perceptions of what was 
necessary to protect U.S. interests, but the support-
ing rationale and how it was conveyed to Congress 
were functions of an Administration’s approach to 
working with Congress. In an attempt to formalize 
the process, and perhaps to have a mechanism by 
which to exert influence over the executive branch in 
such matters,3 Congress mandated that each incom-
ing Administration must conduct a comprehensive 
strategic review of the global security environment, 
articulate a relevant strategy suited to protecting 
and promoting U.S. security interests, and recom-
mend an associated military force posture.

The first Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) was 
conducted in 1997. An independent National Defense 
Panel (NDP) has also been convened to review and 
comment on three of the five QDR reports (1997, 
2010, and 2014). Both sets of documents purport to 
serve as key assessments, but analysts have come to 
regard them as justifications for executive branch 
policy preferences (QDR report) or overly broad, 
generalized commentaries (NDP reports) that lack 
substantive discussion about threats to U.S. inter-
ests, a credible strategy for dealing with them, and 
the actual ability of the U.S. military to meet nation-
al security requirements.

Correlation of Forces 
as a Factor in Force Sizing

During the Cold War, the U.S. assessed its need 
for hard power against what the Soviets fielded, 
accounting for Soviet numbers, platform capabilities, 
employment doctrine, and force disposition on land, 
at sea, and in the air in multiple theaters. At that time, 
the correlation of forces—a comparison of one force 
against another to determine strengths and weak-
nesses—was highly symmetrical. U.S. planners com-
pared tanks, aircraft, and ships against their direct 
counterparts in the opposing force. These compari-
son assessments drove the sizing, characteristics, 
and capabilities of fleets, armies, and air forces.

With the evolution of guided, precision muni-
tions and the rapid technological advancements in 
surveillance and targeting systems, however, com-
paring combat power grew more difficult. What 
was largely a platform v. platform model has shifted 
somewhat to a munitions v. target model.

The proliferation of precise weaponry increas-
ingly means that each round, bomb, rocket, missile, 
and even individual bullet (in some instances) can 
hit its intended target, thus decreasing the number of 
munitions needed to prosecute an operation. It also 
means that the lethality of an operating environment 
increases significantly for the people and platforms 
involved. We are now at the point where one must 
consider how many “smart munitions” the enemy has 
when thinking about how many platforms and people 
are needed to win a combat engagement instead of 
focusing primarily on how many ships or airplanes 
the enemy can bring to bear against one’s own force.4

In one sense, increased precision and the tech-
nological advances now being incorporated into U.S. 
weapons, platforms, and operating concepts make it 
possible to do far more with fewer assets than ever 
before. Platform signature reduction (stealth) makes 
it harder for the enemy to find and target them, while 
the increased precision of weapons makes it possible 
for fewer platforms to hit many more targets. Addi-
tionally, the U.S. Joint Force’s ability to harness 
computers, modern telecommunications, space-
based platforms—such as for surveillance, com-
munications, positioning-navigation-timing (PNT) 
support from GPS satellites—and networked opera-
tions potentially means that smaller forces can have 
far greater effect in battle than at any other time in 
history. But these same advances also enable enemy 
forces. And certain military functions—such as seiz-
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ing, holding, and occupying territory—may require 
a certain number of soldiers no matter how state-of-
the-art their equipment may be.

With smaller forces, each individual element of 
the force represents a greater percentage of its com-
bat power. Each casualty or equipment loss takes a 
larger toll on the ability of the force to sustain high-
tempo, high-intensity combat operations over time—
especially if the force is dispersed across a wide the-
ater or across multiple theaters of operation.

As advanced technology has become more afford-
able, it has become more accessible for nearly any 
actor, state or non-state. Consequently, it may be 
that the outcomes of future wars will pivot to a 
much greater degree on the skill of the forces and 
their capacity to sustain operations over time than 
they will on some great disparity in technology. If so, 
readiness and capacity will take on greater impor-
tance than absolute advances in capability.

All of this illustrates the difficulties and need 
for exercise of judgment in assessing the adequacy 
of America’s military power. Yet without such an 
assessment, all that we are left with are the qua-
drennial strategic reviews (which are subject to 
filtering and manipulation to suit policy interests); 
annual budget submissions (which typically favor 
desired military programs at presumed levels of 
affordability and are therefore necessarily budget-
constrained); and leadership posture statements 
that often simply align with executive branch pol-
icy priorities.

The U.S. Joint Force and the Art of War
This section of the Index on military capabilities 

assessed the adequacy of the United States’ defense 
posture as it pertains to a conventional understand-
ing of “hard power”—defined as the ability of Amer-
ican military forces to engage and defeat an ene-
my’s forces in battle at a scale commensurate with 
the vital national interests of the U.S. While some 
hard truths in military affairs are appropriately 
addressed by math and science, others are not. Speed, 
range, probability of detection, radar cross-section 
are examples of quantifiable characteristics that 
can be measured. Specific future instances where 
U.S. military power will be needed, the competency 
of the enemy, the political will to sustain operations 
in the face of mounting deaths and destruction, and 
the absolute amount of strength needed to win are 
matters of judgment and experience, but they nev-

ertheless affect how large and capable a force one 
might need.

In conducting the assessment, we accounted for 
both quantitative and qualitative aspects of military 
forces, informed by an experience-based under-
standing of military operations and the expertise of 
external reviewers.

As noted earlier, military effectiveness is as much 
an art as it is a science. Specific military capabili-
ties represented in weapons, platforms, and military 
units can be used individually to some effect. Practi-
tioners of war, however, have learned that combining 
the tools of war in various ways and orchestrating 
their tactical employment in series or simultaneous-
ly can dramatically amplify the effectiveness of the 
force committed to battle. For example:

 l Advanced operations by special operations forces 
can sabotage enemy resources or locate, identify, 
and mark key targets for precision strike, thereby 
compromising an enemy’s ability to defend and 
creating exploitable vulnerabilities.

 l Cyber-weapons used before or in conjunction 
with conventional actions can degrade enemy 
sensors and communications or introduce false 
information into an enemy’s analytic and deci-
sion-making processes.

 l Staging resources close to anticipated theaters 
of action helps to develop situational awareness 
and familiarity with the battlespace and reduces 
response time.

 l Establishing and maintaining secure lines of 
communication enables the sustainment of oper-
ations from secure locations beyond the enemy’s 
reach in the face of high-resource consumption 
associated with combat.

 l Control of the sea, air, and land spaces enables 
the shifting of forces to gain positional advantage, 
denies the enemy such an advantage, and compli-
cates the enemy’s calculations.

 l Electronic attack-capable aircraft suppress the 
enemy’s surveillance and anti-air defense sys-
tems, thus enabling attack aircraft to strike 
critical targets that further degrade the ene-
my’s capabilities.
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 l Space-based and unmanned aerial systems pro-
vide surveillance and precise targeting, dissemi-
nation of intelligence, and coordination of widely 
dispersed tactical actions.

All of these things, among many others, contrib-
ute to—even make possible—the success of U.S. forc-
es in modern warfare. They are exceedingly hard to 
measure in any quantitative way, but their value as 
critical contributors in the conduct of war is unde-
niable. How they are utilized is very much an art-of-
war matter, learned through experience over time.

What Is Not Being Assessed
In assessing the current status of the military forc-

es, this Index uses the primary references used by the 
military services themselves when they discuss their 
ability to employ hard combat power. The Army’s unit 
of measure is the brigade combat team (BCT), while 
the Marine Corps structures itself by battalions. For 
the Navy, it is the number of ships in its combat fleet, 
and the Air Force’s most consistent reference is total 
number of aircraft, sometimes broken down into the 
two primary sub-types of fighters and bombers.

Obviously, this is not the totality of service capa-
bilities and certainly is not everything needed for 
war, but these measures can be viewed as surrogate 
measures that subsume or represent the vast num-
ber of other things that make these “units of mea-
sure” possible and effective in battle. There is an 
element of proportionality or ratio related to these 
measures that drives other aspects of force sizing. 
For example:

 l When planning air operations, the Air Force 
looks at the targets to be serviced and the nature 
of the general operation to be supported and 
then accounts for aircraft and munitions need-
ed (type and quantity) and the availability and 
characteristics of airfields relevant to the opera-
tion. From this they calculate sorties, distances, 
flight hours, fuel consumption, number of air-
craft in a given piece of airspace, and a host of 
other pieces of information to determine how 
many aerial refueling tankers will be needed (as 
but one example).

 l Joint Force detailed planning for operations 
determines how much equipment, manpower, 
and supplies need to be moved from one point to 

another and how much more will be needed to 
sustain operations—logistics is a very quantita-
tive business.

 l U.S. Transportation Command (TRANSCOM) 
calculates the amount of lift required in cargo 
planes, sealift shipping, long-haul road move-
ments, and trains.

 l The Marine Corps operationally thinks in terms 
of Marine Air-Ground Task Forces (MAGTFs) 
that are composed of command, ground, air, and 
logistics elements. The size of a MAGTF varies 
depending on the mission to be accomplished, 
but the nucleus is normally (though not always) 
the ground combat element that typically rang-
es from a battalion to a division. The amount of 
airpower, logistics support, and transportation 
(amphibious, sealift, and airlift) required to exe-
cute the operation extends from there.

 l The Navy thinks in terms of the number of sur-
face combatants, the nature of operations, and 
proximity to ports to drive planning for all of the 
combat logistics force vessels that are needed to 
make it happen.

 l There are the institutional elements like the 
recruiting that is necessary to generate the 
force in the first place, the multitude of installa-
tions at which units are based, training facilities, 
acquisition workforce, and the military’s medi-
cal infrastructure.

The point here is that the military spear has 
a great deal of shaft that makes it possible for the 
tip to locate, close with, and destroy its target, and 
there is a rough proportionality between shaft and 
spear tip. Thus, in assessing the basic units of mea-
sure for combat power, one can get a sense of what 
is likely needed in the combat support, combat ser-
vice support, and supporting establishment ech-
elons. The scope of this Index does not extend to 
analysis of everything that makes hard power pos-
sible; it focuses on the status of the hard power itself.

This assessment also does not account for the 
Reserve and Guard components of the services; it 
focuses only on the Active component. Again, the 
element of proportion or ratio figures prominent-
ly. Each service determines the balance among its 
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Active, Reserve, and National Guard elements (only 
the Army and Air Force have Guard elements; the 
Navy and Marine Corps do not) based on factors 
that include cost of the respective elements, avail-
ability for operational employment, time needed to 
respond to an emergent crisis, the allocation of roles 
between the elements, and political considerations. 
This assessment looks at the baseline requirement 
for a given amount of combat power that is readily 
available for use in a major combat operation—some-
thing usually associated with the Active components 
of each service.

The Defense Budget  
and Strategic Guidance

As for the defense budget, ample discussion of 
budget issues is scattered throughout (mainly as 
they pertain to acquisition programs), but the bud-
get itself—whether for the military services individ-
ually, the Joint Force as a whole, or the totality of the 
defense establishment—is actually a reflection of the 
importance the U.S. places on the modernity, capac-
ity, and readiness of the force rather than a measure 
of the capability of the force itself. In other words, 
the budget itself does not tell us much about the pos-
ture of the U.S. military.

The baseline budget for defense in FY 2014 was 
$496 billion, which paid for the forces (manpower, 
equipment, training); enabling capabilities (things 
like transportation, satellites, defense intelligence, 
and research and development); and institutional 
support (bases and stations, facilities, recruiting, 
and the like). The baseline budget does not pay for 
the cost of ongoing operations, which is captured in 
supplemental funding known as OCO (overseas con-
tingency operations).

It is true that absent a significant threat to the 
survival of the country, the U.S. will always bal-
ance expenditures on defense with spending in all 
the other areas of government activity that it thinks 
are necessary or desirable. Some have argued that a 
defense budget indexed to a percent of gross domes-
tic product (GDP) is a reasonable reference, but a 
fixed percentage of GDP does not accurately reflect 
national security requirements per se any more 
than the size of the budget alone correlates to levels 
of capability. It is possible that a larger defense bud-
get could be associated with less military capability 
if the money were allocated inappropriately or spent 
wastefully, and just because the economy chang-

es over time does not mean that defense spending 
should increase or decrease in lock-step by default.

Ideally, defense requirements are determined by 
identifying national interests that might need to be 
protected with military power; assessing the nature 
of threats to those interests and what would be 
needed to defeat those threats (and how much that 
would cost); and then determining what the coun-
try can afford (or is willing) to spend. Any difference 
between assessed requirement and affordable levels of 
spending on defense would constitute risk to U.S. secu-
rity interests.

This Index enthusiastically adopts this latter 
approach: interests, threats, requirements, result-
ing force, and associated budget. Spending less 
than the amount needed to maintain a two-MRC 
force results in policy debates over where to accept 
risk: force modernization, the capacity to conduct 
large-scale or multiple simultaneous operations, or 
force readiness.

The decision to fund national defense commen-
surate with interests and prevailing threats is a 
policy decision reflecting national priorities and 
acceptance of risk. This Index assesses the ability of 
the nation’s military forces to protect vital national 
security interests within the world as it is so that the 
debate over funding hard power is better informed.

Relevant to this first assessment, in fiscal year 
(FY) 2014, the state of the federal budget was the 
most dominant consideration for DOD and the White 
House when it came to structuring the defense bud-
get that makes possible the military’s operational 
posture. This situation, which began in 2011, has 
affected not only the crafting of defense strategy, but 
also the capability of the U.S. military and its plan-
ning for the future. Practically every single DOD 
document refers to budget issues in some way. Thus, 
a brief summary of the budget environment is neces-
sary to understand why the Department of Defense 
and the military services are making the decisions 
they are making with respect to capability, capacity, 
and readiness.

Congress passed the Budget Control Act (BCA) 
in the summer of 2011. At the simplest level, the 
bill was intended to reduce the federal deficit by 
limiting government spending for 10 years. It does 
so through “sequestration,” which is an automatic 
budget cut across the whole of federal discretion-
ary spending. Though the budget cuts are applied 
to all federal departments and agencies, the manner 
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in which they are divided disproportionally affects 
DOD, with Defense absorbing half the cuts: $500 bil-
lion over the 10-year period.

FY 2013 was the first time sequester was imple-
mented on the defense budget. Due to the nature of 
the cuts, all programs in DOD, with the exception of 
military personnel costs, were cut proportionally. 
As will be evident in the service assessments, mili-
tary readiness took a significant hit due to the sys-
tematic nature of the cuts.

In 2013, Congress then passed the Bipartisan 
Budget Act, which provided DOD partial relief from 
sequestration for FY 2014 and FY 2015. Starting 
in FY 2016, however, barring another congressio-
nal bill, full sequestration will once again return. 
Though sequestration is the current law, DOD has 
developed two budget plans, one under a sequestra-
tion scenario and one under a higher defense budget.

The budget situation has also affected the defense 
strategy that guides planning for the military 
branches. The White House released a new strate-
gic framework, the 2012 Defense Strategic Guidance 
(DSG), following passage of the BCA. The 2012 DSG 
is the document that all four of the services use to set 
requirements and objectives and against which they 
assess themselves.

The DSG lays out a strategic framework, identify-
ing the strategic interests of the country and estab-
lishing related defense priorities, with the current 
budget environment in mind. The document speci-
fies 10 missions for which the military must prepare:5

 l Counter Terrorism and Irregular Warfare,

 l Deter and Defeat Aggression,

 l Project Power Despite Anti-Access/Area Deni-
al Challenges,

 l Counter Weapons of Mass Destruction,

 l Operate Effectively in Cyberspace and Space,

 l Maintain a Safe, Secure, and Effective Nucle-
ar Deterrent,

 l Defend the Homeland and Provide Support to 
Civil Authorities,

 l Provide a Stabilizing Presence,

 l Conduct Stability and Counterinsurgency Opera-
tions, and

 l Conduct Humanitarian, Disaster Relief, and 
Other Operations.

The DSG does address an operationally based 
force-sizing framework similar to the two-MRC con-
cept. It requires that “[e]ven when the U.S. forces are 
committed to a large-scale operation in one region, 
they will be capable of denying the objectives of—or 
imposing unacceptable costs on—an opportunistic 
aggressor in a second region.”6 This can be thought 
of as a “one-plus” MRC requirement because the 
requirement in the second regional conflict is to 

“deny” rather than defeat the aggressor.
The 2012 DSG and current budget situation are 

the main shaping factors for the U.S. military, both 
in setting their own requirements and in their abil-
ity to meet those requirements. The implications for 
each of the four services will be enumerated in their 
individual assessments.

“Purpose” as a Driver in Force Sizing
The Joint Force is used for a wide range of pur-

poses, only one of which is major combat operations. 
Fortunately, such events are rare, averaging roughly 
15–20 years between occurrences.7 In between (and 
even during) such occurrences, the military is used in 
support of regional engagement, crisis response, stra-
tegic deterrence, humanitarian assistance, support 
to civil authorities, and supporting U.S. diplomacy.

The U.S. Unified Combatant Commands 
(EUCOM, CENTCOM, PACOM, SOUTHCOM, 
AFRICOM) each have annual and long-term plans 
through which they engage with countries in their 
assigned regions. These engagements range from 
very small unit training events with the forces of a 
single partner country to larger bilateral and some-
times multilateral military exercises. The smaller 
events constitute the majority of regional interac-
tions and help to establish not only working relation-
ships with other countries, but more detailed under-
standing of regional political–military dynamics 
and on-the-ground conditions in areas of interest. 
This facilitates earlier awareness of emerging prob-
lems, ideally precluding their eruption into full-
blown crises, but also establishing conditions favor-
able to responding more quickly and effectively than 
would otherwise be possible.
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To support such COCOM efforts, the services 
provide forces that are permanently based in 
respective regions or operate in them temporarily 
on a rotational basis. To make these regional rota-
tions possible, the services must maintain a base 
force sufficiently large to train-up, deploy, sup-
port, receive back, and make ready again a stream 
of units ideally numerous enough to meet validated 
COCOM demand.

The ratio between time spent at home and time 
spent away on deployment for any given unit is 
known as OPTEMPO (operational tempo), and each 
service attempts to maintain a ratio that both gives 
units enough time to educate, train, and prepare 
their forces and allows the individuals in a unit to 
maintain some semblance of a healthy home and 
family life. This ensures that units are fully prepared 
for the next deployment cycle and that servicemem-
bers do not become “burned out” or suffer adverse 
consequences in their personal lives because of 
excessive deployment time.

Experience has shown that a ratio of at least 3:1 is 
sustainable, meaning three periods of time at home 
for every period deployed. (If a unit is to be out for 
six months, it would be home for 18 months before 
deploying again.) Obviously, a service needs a suffi-
cient number of people, units, ships, and planes to 
support such a ratio. If peacetime engagement were 
the primary focus for the Joint Force, the services 
could size their forces to support these forward-
based and forward-deployed demands.

In contrast, sizing a force for major combat opera-
tions is an exercise informed by history—how much 
force was needed in previous wars—and then shaped 
and refined by analysis of current threats, a range 
of plausible scenarios, and expectations about what 
the U.S. can do given training, equipment, employ-
ment concept, and other factors. The defense estab-
lishment must then balance “force sizing” between 
COCOM requirements for presence and engagement 
with the amount thought necessary to win in likely 
war scenarios. Inevitably, compromises are made 
that account for how much military the country is 
willing to buy. Generally speaking:

 l The Army sizes to major warfighting requirements.

 l The Marine Corps focuses on crisis response 
demands and the ability to contribute to one 
major operation.

 l The Air Force attempts to strike a balance that 
accounts for historically based demand across 
the spectrum since air assets are shifted fairly 
easily from one theater of operations to another 
(“easily” being a relative term when compared to 
the challenge of shifting large land forces).

 l The Navy is driven by global presence require-
ments. To meet COCOM requirements for a con-
tinuous fleet presence at sea, the Navy must have 
three to four ships in order to have one on station. 
As a simplistic example, a commander who wants 
one U.S. warship stationed off the coast of a hos-
tile country needs use of four ships from the fleet—
one on station, one that left station and is travel-
ing home, one that just left home and is traveling 
to station, and one that fills in for one of the other 
ships when it needs maintenance or training time.

This report focuses on the forces required to win 
two major wars as the baseline force-sizing metric. 
The military’s effectiveness as a deterrent against 
opportunistic competitor states and a valued training 
partner in the eyes of other countries derives from its 
effectiveness (proven or presumed) in winning wars.

Our Approach
With this in mind, we assessed the state of mil-

itary affairs for U.S. forces as it pertains to their 
ability to deliver hard power against an enemy in 
three areas:

 l Capability,

 l Capacity, and

 l Readiness.

Capability. Examining the capability of a military 
force requires consideration of:

 l The proper tools (material and conceptual) of 
sufficient design, performance characteristics, 
technological advancement, and suitability for 
it to perform its function against an enemy force 
successfully. 

 l The sufficiency of armored vehicles, ships, air-
planes, and other equipment and weapons to win 
against the enemy. 
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 l The appropriate variety of options to preclude 
strategic vulnerabilities in the force and give flex-
ibilities to battlefield commanders. 

 l The degree to which elements of the force rein-
force each other in covering potential vulnerabil-
ities, maximizing strengths, and gaining greater 
effectiveness through synergies that are not pos-
sible in narrowly stovepiped, linear approaches 
to war.

The capability of the U.S. Joint Force was on 
ample display in its decisive conventional war vic-
tory over Iraq in liberating Kuwait in 1991. Aspects 
of its capability have also been seen in numerous 
other operations undertaken since the end of the 
Cold War. While the conventional combat aspect 
at the “pointy end of the spear” of power projection 
has been more moderate in places like Yugoslavia, 
Somalia, Bosnia and Serbia, and Kosovo, and even 
against the Taliban in Afghanistan in 2001, the fact 
that the U.S. military was able to conduct highly 
complex operations thousands of miles away in 
austere, hostile environments and sustain those 
operations as long as required is testament to the 
ability of U.S. forces to do things that few, if any, 
other countries can do.

A modern-day “major combat operation”8 along 
the lines of those upon which Pentagon planners 
base their requirements would feature a major 
opponent possessing modern integrated air defens-
es; naval power (surface and subsurface); advanced 
combat aircraft (to include bombers); a substantial 
inventory of short-range, medium-range, and long-
range missiles; current-generation ground forces 
(tanks, armored vehicles, artillery, rockets, and 
anti-armor weaponry); cruise missiles; and (in some 
cases) nuclear weapons. Such a challenge involv-
ing an actor capable of threatening vital national 
interests would present a challenge that is compre-
hensively different from the challenges that the U.S. 
Joint Force has faced in past decades.

This Index ascertains the relevance and health 
of military service capabilities by looking at fac-
tors such as average age of equipment, generation of 
equipment relative to the current state of competi-
tor efforts as reported by the services, and the sta-
tus of replacement programs meant to introduce 
more updated systems as older equipment reached 
the end of its programmed service life. While some 

of the information is quite quantitative, other fac-
tors could be considered judgment calls made by 
acknowledged experts in the relevant area of inter-
est or as addressed by senior service officials when 
providing testimony to Congress or addressing spe-
cific areas in other official statements.

It must be determined if the services possess 
capabilities that are relevant to the modern com-
bat environment.

Capacity. The U.S. military must have a suffi-
cient quantity of the right capability or capabilities. 
There is a troubling but fairly consistent trend that 
characterizes the path from requirement to fielded 
capability within U.S. military acquisition. After 
an extraordinary amount of detailed analysis, the 
military settles on a specific quantity of a certain 
capability, presumably based on what it believes it 
will need to defeat likely enemy forces and complete 
assigned objectives. Along the way to acquiring this 
capability, however, several linked things happen 
that result in far less of a presumed “critical capabil-
ity” than supposedly was required.

 l The manufacturing sector attempts to satisfy the 
requirements articulated by the military.

 l “Unexpected” technological hurdles arise that 
take longer and much more money to solve than 
anyone envisioned.

 l Programs are lengthened, and cost overruns are 
addressed (usually with more money).

 l Then realization sets in that the country either 
cannot afford or is unwilling to pay the cost of 
acquiring the total number of platforms origi-
nally called for. The acquisition goal is adjusted 
downward (if not canceled), and the military 
finally fields fewer platforms than it originally 
said it needed to be successful in combat.

This does not mean that the full amount of the 
more modern capability had no validity in the first 
place or that it would not actually be needed to win a 
war against a major competitor, but the level of risk 
presumably accepted to win wars without the full 
amount of the capability is never quantified either 
during the deliberation process or after the fact. 
For example:
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 l B-2 Spirit nuclear-capable stealth bomber—
Objective: 132; Fielded: 21.

 l F-22 Raptor air superiority fighter—Objective: 
650; Fielded: 183.

 l DDG-1000 class destroyer—Objective: 32; Field-
ed: 3.

 l Littoral Combat Ship (LCS)—Objective: 55; Field-
ed: 32 (as currently planned).

 l Expeditionary Fighting Vehicle (EFV)—Objec-
tive: 1,013; Fielded: 0 (requirement was initially 
dropped to 573 before the program was canceled).

Similar examples can be cited regarding force 
structure size: the number of units and total num-
ber of personnel the services say they need to meet 
the objectives established by the Commander in 
Chief and his Secretary of Defense in their strategic 
guidance. The Marine Corps has stated that it needs 
27 infantry battalions to fully satisfy the validated 
requirements of the regional combatant command-
ers, yet current funding for defense has the Corps 
on a path to 21. The Army was on a build toward 48 
brigade combat teams, but funding reductions have 
it currently at 42, with an intermediate stop at 35 
(presuming that Congress provides additional fund-
ing at sequestration levels mandated by the Budget 
Control Act of 2011) on its way to 24 BCTs by 2019—
half the number that the Army originally thought 
necessary—if sequestration remains law.

It is therefore entirely possible to update older 
equipment with new avionics, sensors, weap-
ons, armor, communications suites, or engines as 
appropriate to maintain some level of combat rel-
evance. Commanders can also employ fewer units 
more expertly for longer periods of time in an oper-
ational theater. At some point, however, sheer num-
bers of updated, modern equipment are likely nec-
essary to win in battle against a credible opponent 
when the crisis is profound enough to threaten a 
vital interest.

Capacity (numbers) can be viewed a few ways: 
compared to a stated objective for each category 
by each service, compared to amounts required to 
complete various types of operations across a wide 
range of potential missions as measured against a 
potential adversary, and as measured against a set 

benchmark for total national capability. This Index 
employs as a benchmark the two-MRC metric.

The two-MRC benchmark for force sizing is 
the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power capac-
ity, because one will never be able to employ 100 per-
cent of the force at the same time. There will always 
be some percentage of the force unavailable due to 
long-term maintenance overhaul (for Navy ships in 
particular), unit training cycles, employment in myr-
iad engagement and small-crisis response tasks that 
continue even during major conflicts, and the need to 
keep some portion of the force uncommitted to serve 
as a strategic reserve.

If, for example, the historical record shows that 
the U.S. Army commits 21 BCTs on average to a major 
conflict, then a two-MRC standard would require 42 
BCTs available for actual use; but an Army built to 
field only 42 BCTs would also be an Army that could 
find itself entirely committed to war, leaving nothing 
back as a strategic reserve, to replace combat losses, 
or to handle other U.S. security interests. Moreover, 
this Index assesses only the Active component of the 
services. The Army also has Reserve and National 
Guard components that together account for half of 
the total Army. The additional capacity needed to 
meet these “above two-MRC requirements” could 
be handled by these other components or mobilized 
to supplement Active-component commitments. 
In fact, this is how the Army thinks about meeting 
operational demands and is at the heart of the cur-
rent debate within the total Army about the roles 
and contributions of the various Army components. 
A similar situation exists with the Air Force and 
Marine Corps.9

The balance among Active, Reserve, and Guard 
elements is beyond the scope of this study. Our focus 
here is on establishing a minimum benchmark for the 
capacity needed to handle a two-MRC requirement.

A review was conducted of the major defense stud-
ies (1993 BUR, QDR reports, and independent panel 
critiques) that are publicly available10 and modern his-
torical instances of major wars (Korea, Vietnam, Gulf 
War, Operation Iraqi Freedom) to see whether there 
was any consistent trend in U.S. force allocation. The 
results of our review are presented in Table 2. To this 
was added 20 percent to account for forces and plat-
forms likely to be unavailable and to provide a stra-
tegic reserve to guard against unforeseen demands. 
Summarizing the totals, this Index concluded that a 
two-MRC capable Joint Force would consist of:
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 l Army: 50 BCTs.

 l Navy: 346 ships, 624 strike aircraft.

 l Air Force: 1,200 fighter/attack aircraft.

 l Marine Corps: 36 battalions.

To conclude, the services establish their acqui-
sition objectives derived from a number of fac-
tors, but the ultimate test is whether the force at 
a given size can handle the strategic demands as 
described herein.

The services must have the capacity to handle 
two major regional conflicts successfully.

Readiness. Faced with the current sharp reduc-
tions in funding mandated by sequestration, mili-
tary service officials, senior DOD officials, and even 
Members of Congress have warned of the dangers of 
recreating the “hollow force” of the 1970s when units 
existed on paper but were staffed at reduced levels, 
minimally trained, and woefully equipped as a con-
sequence of inadequate funding to conduct training, 
hone skills in exercises, and repair broken or replace 
worn-out equipment. To avoid this, the services have 
intentionally traded quantity/capacity and modern-
ization to ensure that what they do have is “ready” 
for employment.

The service chiefs have stated repeatedly that cur-
rent and projected levels of funding are taking a toll 
on the ability of units to maintain sufficient levels of 
readiness across the force. Some units have reduced 
manning. Some squadrons do not fly as many hours. 
Ground units have not gone to the range as often 
or participated in the types of combined arms and 
maneuver exercises they feel are necessary to devel-
op and sustain high levels of proficiency in the com-
plex tasks needed to succeed in battle. The Navy has 
regularly deferred major maintenance cycles for its 
ships because the ships that are available are at high 
demand from the COCOMs, and the Navy does not 
have a sufficient number both to perform scheduled 
maintenance and to keep enough hulls in the water 
for operational use.

It is one thing to have the right capabilities to 
defeat the enemy in battle. It is another thing to have 
a sufficient amount of those capabilities to sustain 
operations over time and many battles against an 
enemy, especially when attrition or dispersed opera-
tions are significant factors. But sufficient numbers 

of the right capabilities are rather meaningless if the 
force is unready to engage in the task.

Scoring. In our final assessments we tried very 
hard not to convey a higher level of precision than we 
think is achievable using unclassified, open-source, 
publicly available documents; not to reach conclu-
sions that could be viewed as based solely on asser-
tions or opinion; and not to rely solely on data and 
information that can be highly quantified, since sim-
ple numbers do not tell the whole story.

We believe the logic underlying our methodol-
ogy is sound. This Index drew from a wealth of pub-
lic testimony from senior government officials, and 
from recognized experts in the defense and nation-
al security analytic community and historical 
instances of conflict that seemed most appropriate 
to this project. This Index considered several ques-
tions, including:

 l How does one place a value on the combat effec-
tiveness of concepts such as Air-Sea Battle, Net-
work-centric Operations, Global Strike, or Joint 
Operational Access?

 l Is it entirely possible to assess accurately (1) how 
well a small number of newest-generation ships 
or aircraft will fare against a much larger num-
ber of currently modern counterparts; (2) when 
U.S. forces are operating thousands of miles 
from home; (3) orchestrated with a particular 
operational concept; (4) the enemy is leveraging 
a “home field advantage” that includes strate-
gic depth and much shorter and perhaps better 
protected lines of communication; and (5) the 
enemy might be pursuing much dearer national 
objectives than the U.S. such that the political 
will to conduct sustained operations in the face of 
mounting losses might differ dramatically?

 l How does one neatly quantify the element of com-
bat experience, the health of a supporting work-
force, the value of “presence and engagement 
operations,” and the related force structures and 
deployment/employment patterns that presum-
ably deter war or mitigate its effects if it does occur?

This Index focused on the primary purpose of 
military power—to defeat an enemy in combat—and 
the historical record of major U.S. engagements for 
evidence of what the U.S. defense establishment has 
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thought was necessary to execute a major conven-
tional war successfully. To this we added the two-
MRC benchmark, on-the-record assessments of what 
the services themselves are saying about their status 
relative to validated requirements, and the analysis 
and opinions of various experts in and out of govern-
ment who have covered these issues for many years.

Taking it all together, we rejected scales that 
would imply extraordinary precision and settled on 
one that conveys broader characterizations of status 
that range from very weak to very strong. Ultimately, 
any such assessment is a judgment call informed by 
quantifiable data, qualitative assessments, thought-
ful deliberation, and experience. We trust that our 
approach makes sense, is defensible, and is repeatable.

Overall U.S. Military Capability Score
This Index ultimately scores the U.S. military as 

“marginal,” a consequence of the cumulative effect of 
many years of simultaneous underinvestment and 
extensive operations.

Decades of underinvestment in modernization 
have resulted in aged weapons and other assets, 
while the current budget cuts have forced the ser-
vices to shrink in size and reduce the amount of 
effort they put into training and material readiness. 
Unsurprisingly, funding is the single most impor-
tant factor in fielding a military force that is modern, 
of sufficient size, and ready to be employed.

The final score resulted from the aggregated 
scores of the individual services:

 l Army as “Marginal.” The Army was at the low end 
of the middle grade (marginal) in capacity and capa-
bility and scored quite low in readiness (as reported 
by the Army), with the three scores combining to 
place it in the low end of the middle category.

 l Navy as “Marginal.” The Navy scored quite 
strong in readiness but at a cost to future capa-
bility. Deferred maintenance has kept ships at 
sea, but at some point in the near future, this will 
affect the ability of the Navy to deploy. Combined 
with a weak score in capability (due largely to 
old platforms and troubled modernization pro-
grams) and a marginal score in capacity, the Navy 
is currently just able to meet requirements.

 l Air Force as “Strong.” The Air Force flies a lot 
and has significantly more aircraft than required 
for a two-MRC force, but it is an Air Force of 
aging aircraft, and its modernization programs 
are problematic. Still, its high scores in capacity 
and readiness placed it in the best position of all 
of the services.

 l Marine Corps as “Marginal.” The Corps’ 
strongest suit was in readiness, but even here 
there are problems as stated by the Corps itself. 
While the fighting competency of the service is 
superb, it is hampered by old equipment, troubled 
replacement programs for its key ground vehicles, 
and a shrinking force. The progress it has made 
in replacing its rotary-wing aircraft is a notable 
bright spot in its modernization portfolio.

 l Nuclear Capabilities as “Marginal.” Modern-
ization, testing, and investment in the intellec-
tual/talent underpinnings of this sector are the 
chief elements plaguing the U.S. nuclear enter-
prise. Delivery platforms are good, but the force 
depends on a very limited set of weapons (in 
number of designs) and models that are quite old 
in stark contrast to the aggressive programs of 
competitor states.

VERY WEAK WEAK MARGINAL STRONG VERY STRONG

Army ✔

Navy ✔

Air Force ✔

Marine Corps ✔

Nuclear ✔

OVERALL ✔

U.S. Military Power
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VERY WEAK WEAK MARGINAL STRONG VERY STRONG

U.S. Military Power: Five-Grade Scale

Overall, the current U.S. military force is ade-
quate to meeting the demands of a single major 
regional conflict while attending to the various 
presence and engagement activities that keep it 
so busy, but it does not meet the standard of two 
MRC. This certainly does not come as a surprise, 
since this is what the military is doing now and 
has done for the past two decades, but the decline 
in funding and shrinking of the force are serious 
problems. Essential maintenance is being deferred; 
fewer units (mostly the Navy’s platforms and the 
Special Operations Forces community) are being 
cycled through operational deployments more 
often and for longer periods; and old equipment is 
being extended while programmed replacements 
are problematic. The cumulative effect of such fac-
tors has resulted in a U.S. military that is marginal-
ly able to meet the demands of defending America’s 
vital national interests.

In the sections that follow, we discuss each ser-
vice, describing how it is organized, its primary con-
tributions to the nation’s warfighting abilities, and 
the drivers affecting its current and planned status. 
We then score each service across three categories—
Capacity, Capability, and Readiness—as described in 
detail below. The nuclear component was measured 
in areas unique to that capability.

Scoring. The U.S. Capability section is scored 
by analyzing all four branches of the U.S. military 

across three separate categories: capacity, capability, 
and readiness.

 l Capacity is a measurement of the size of the ser-
vice and the amount of various capabilities that 
it provides.

 l Capability is an overall assessment not just of 
the things a service can do, but also of the rele-
vance and effectiveness of those abilities, specifi-
cally for combat roles. Capability is determined 
by the quality of weapon systems, such as the age 
of a system or how technically advanced it is. It 
is also affected by the health of current modern-
ization programs that not only shore up current 
capability, but also ensure that future capabilities 
stay top of the line and utilize the most advanced 
technologies available to create the most effec-
tive weapon systems.

 l Readiness is the ability of troops to deploy, fight 
effectively, and win. Each service has its own 
standards and requirements for an appropriate 

“ready” force.

The scoring uses a five-grade scale. Each catego-
ry—capacity, capability, and readiness—has a dif-
ferent definition for each grade that reflects metrics 
appropriate to the category.

Capacity. To score capacity, the service’s size 
(end strength or number of platforms) is compared 
to the force size required to meet a simultaneous 
or near-simultaneous two-MRC benchmark. This 
benchmark consists of the force needed to fight and 
win two MRCs and a 20 percent margin that serves 
as a strategic reserve. A strategic reserve is neces-
sary because deploying 100 percent of the force at 
any one time is highly unlikely. Not only do ongo-
ing requirements like training or sustainment and 

maintenance of equipment make it infeasible for 
the entirety of the force to be available for deploy-
ment, but committing 100 percent of the force would 
leave no resources available to handle unexpect-
ed situations.

Thus, a “marginal” capacity score would exactly 
meet a two-MRC force size, a “strong” capacity score 
would equate to a plus-10 percent margin for strate-
gic reserve, and a “very strong” score would equate 
to a 20 percent margin.
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Capacity Score Definitions:
 l Very Weak: 0 percent–37 percent of two-

MRC benchmark.

 l Weak: 38 percent–74 percent of two-
MRC benchmark.

 l Marginal: 75 percent–82 percent of two-
MRC benchmark.

 l Strong: 83 percent–91 percent of two-
MRC benchmark.

 l Very Strong: 92 percent–100 percent of two-
MRC benchmark.

Capability. Capability is scored based on the cur-
rent state of combat equipment. This involves four 
factors: 

 l age of platforms relative to their expected life 
span, 

 l degree of modernity of equipment providing 
capability, 

 l degree to which program meets current and 
future requirements, 

 l existence of any technical or budgetary problems 
that impede incorporation of the equipment into 
the U.S. military.

This Index focuses on primary combat units and 
combat platforms (e.g., tanks, ships, and airplanes) 
and does not include the array of system and com-
ponent upgrades that keep an older platform viable 
over time, such as a new radar, missile, or com-
munications suite. New technologies grafted onto 
aging platforms ensure that U.S. military forces 
keep pace with technological innovations rele-
vant to the modern battlefield, but at some point, 
the platforms themselves are no longer viable and 
must be replaced. Modernized sub-systems and 
components  do not entirely substitute for aging 
platforms, and it is the platform itself that is usu-
ally the more challenging item to field. In this sense, 
primary combat platforms serve as representative 
measures of force modernity just as combat forces 
are a useful surrogate measure for the overall mili-

tary that includes a range of support units, systems, 
and infrastructure.

In addition, we assume that modernization pro-
grams should replace current capacity at a one-to-one 
ratio; less than a one-to-one replacement assumes 
risk in that even if the newer system is presumably 
better than the older, until proven in actual combat, 
having fewer systems lessens the capacity of the force, 
which is an important factor if combat against a peer 
competitor carries with it the likelihood of attrition. 
For modernization programs, we scored only Major 
Defense Acquisition Programs (MDAPs).

The capability score uses a five-grade scale. Each 
service receives one capability score that is a non-
weighted aggregate of scores for four categories: (1) 
Age of Equipment, (2) Modernity of Capability, (3) 
Size of Modernization Program, and (4) Health of 
Modernization Program. General criteria for the 
capability categories are explained below.

Age of Equipment: 
 l Very Weak: Equipment age is past 80 percent of 

expected life span.

 l Weak: Equipment age is 61 percent–80 percent of 
expected life span.

 l Marginal: Equipment age is 41 percent–60 per-
cent of expected life span.

 l Strong: Equipment age is 21 percent–40 percent 
of expected life span.

 l Very Strong: Equipment age is 20 percent or less 
of expected life span.

Capability of Equipment:
 l Very Weak: Majority (over 80 percent) of capa-

bility relies on legacy platforms.

 l Weak: 60 percent–79 percent of capability relies 
on legacy platform.

 l Marginal: 40 percent–59 percent of capability is 
legacy platforms.

 l Strong: 20 percent–39 percent of capability is 
legacy platforms.

 l Very Strong: Less than 20 percent of capability 
is legacy platforms.



242

2015 INDEX OF U.S. MILITARY STRENGTH

 

Size of Modernization Program:
 l Very Weak: Modernization program significant-

ly too small or inappropriate to sustain current 
capability or program in place.

 l Weak: Modernization programs smaller than 
current capability size.

 l Marginal: Modernization programs appropriate 
to sustain current capability size.

 l Strong: Modernization programs will increase 
current capability size.

 l Very Strong: Modernization programs will vast-
ly expand capability size.

Health of Modernization Program:
 l Very Weak: Modernization programs facing 

significant problems; too far behind schedule 
(e.g., 5+ years); cannot replace current capabil-
ity before retirement; lacking sufficient invest-
ment to advance; cost overruns including Nunn–
McCurdy breach. (A Nunn-McCurdy cost breach, 
occurs when the cost of a new item exceeds 25 
percent or more over the most recently approved 
amount or 50 percent or more over the amount 
originally approved. See Title 10, U.S.C. § 2433, 
Unit Cost Reports (UCRs).)

 l Weak: Facing procurement problems; behind 
schedule (3–5 years); difficult to replace current 
equipment on time or insufficient funding; cost 
overruns enough to trigger an Acquisition Pro-
gram Baseline (ABP) breach.

 l Marginal: Facing few problems; behind sched-
ule by 1–2 years but can replace equipment with 
some delay or experienced some funding cuts; 
some cost growth but not within objectives.

 l Strong: Facing no procurement problems; 
can replace equipment with no delays; within 
cost estimates.

 l Very Strong: Performing better than DOD plans, 
including lower actual costs.

Readiness. The readiness scores are from the 
military’s own assessments of readiness based on 
their requirements. These are not comprehensive 
reviews of all readiness input factors, but rather rely 
on the public statements of the military services 
regarding the state of their readiness.

It should be noted that even a “strong” or “very 
strong” score does not indicate that 100 percent of 
the force is ready; it simply indicates that the service 
is meeting 100 percent of its own readiness require-
ments. Often, these requirements assume that a per-
centage of the military at any one time will not be fit 
for deployment. Because of this, even if readiness is 
graded as “strong” or “marginal,” there is still a gap 
in readiness that will have significant implications 
for immediate combat effectiveness and the ability 
to deploy quickly. Thus, anything short of meeting 
100 percent of readiness requirements assumes risk 
and is therefore problematic.

Readiness Score Definitions
 l Very Weak: 0 percent–19 percent of 

service’s requirements.

 l Weak: 20 percent–39 percent of 
service’s requirements.

 l Marginal: 40 percent–59 percent of 
service’s requirements.

 l Strong: 60 percent–79 percent of 
service’s requirements.

 l Very Strong: 80 percent–100 percent of 
service’s requirements.


